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SPEECH OF MR. ERSKINE, 
In the Case of the K:NG v. WILLIAMS, | 
On an Indictment for publishing 


PAINE'S AGE OF REASON. 


E, 


R. Ensx1we, as Counſel for the Proſecution, began a long and 
comprehenſive speech, by ſtating, that not having the honour to 
be ſworn as Counſel for the King, it had much oftener fallen to his lot 
to defend inditments for libels than to aſſiſt in the proſecution of them: 
that nevertheleſs he felt no embarraſſment from the recollection of his 
former and frequent duties; the principles which he had always laid 
down in defending others, he ſhould rigidly adhere to in the proſecution 
of this Defendant. The Liberty of the Preſs was of the higheſt im- 
portance to mankind, Its liberal and unlicenſed freedom had led to all 
the bleſſings both of Religion and Government which Great-Britain 
enjoyed, and indeed a Free Preſs never could exiſt any where without 
(ſubject to the laborious proceſs of all human improvements) bringing 
the world to a higher pitch of civilization and happineſs. | 

Mr. Exsx1Ne then defined the principles and limits of the preſs, both 
as they depended upon ſound policy, as upon the particular law of 
England, and cited ſeveral authorities, to eſtabliſh that, though contro- 
verſial points of divinity might be the legal ſubject of diſcuilion, and 
though even profound and complicated reaſonings, which in their con- 
cluſions might touch many of the tenets of the Chriſtian Church, were 
admiſhble, yet that the utter denial of the exiſtence of Chriſtianity, much 
more a groſely, indecent in vective upon the whole of its doctrines, and a 
mockery of all its evidences, had ever been held to be a high miſdemeanor, 
and puniſhed as a diſgraceful, infamous offence. 

Mr. Exsxiwe faid, that though the Law, as he had ſtated it, and 
which was ſettled beyond all queſtion, was enough to bind the conſciences 
of the Jury, yet upon a ſubje ſo momentous to the public, he thought 
it his duty to explain its principles, that the people might fcel, that in- 
ſtead of being unjuſtly bridled by its reſtraints, and kept in ignorance by 
its prohibitions, the weak and ſimple were protected againſt the artifices 
of wickedneſs, whilſt all that reaſon could collect for ſincere and en- 
lightened reflection was left open for meditation and controverſy. This 
taſk Mr. Exsx1xx went through at ſome length, taking at the ſame time 
the higheſt poſſible grounds in ſupport of the Rights of Juries, and the 
Liberty of the Prefs. 

[He next proceeded to comment upon each of the paſſages ſelected by 
the Indictment, and expoſed their dangerous tendency, as well as their 


utter repugnancy to every licence of Printers which the Law could poſ- 


ſibly tolerate. Towards the concluſion of a long ſpeech, Mr. Exsxixe 
ſeemed to be deeply affected with the ſubject, and we ſelect the follow- 
ing part, as near as we could collect it, becauſe of the ſtrong and viſible 
effect it ſeemed to have upon the audience and the court. 

Mr. Exsx1ixt ſaid, that for himſelf he was devoted to the truths of 
the Chriſtian Religion, not from the prejudices of education, though he 
had been religiouſly educated by the beſt of parents, but from the re- 
flection of his riper years and underſtanding ; that it was the great con- 
ſolation of his lite; that without it he ſhuuld conſider the long courſe of 
his health and proſperity too long and too uninterrupted to be perhaps 
good for any man, as the duſt which the wind ſcatters, and rather 
as a ſnare than as a bleſſing. He ſaid, that the religious and moral 
ſenſe of the people of Great-Britain was the great anchor which alone 
could hold the veſſel of the State amidſt the ſtorms that agitated the 
world; and that if he could believe for a moment that the maſs of the 
people were to be debauched from the principles of Religion, which 
formed the true baſis of that humanity, charity, and benevolence, that 
had been ſo long the National Characteriſtic ; inflead of mixing himſelf, as 
be ſometimes had done, in political refeormationr, be would rather retire to the 
uttermgſt corners of the earth to avoid their agitation, and would bear not vnly 
' the imperfeBtions and abuſes complained of in our own wiſe eflabliſbment, but even 

te wor Government that ever exiſicd in the world, rather than go to the 

r 3 — with a multitude ſet free from all the reſtraints and duties, 
and diſrobed of all the charities of Chriſitanity, wvho bad no ſenſe of God's exiſtence 
but from Mr Paine s obſervation of nature, webich the maſs of mankind bad no 
Ieiſure to contemplate, nor any belief of future rewards and punifhments to ani- 
mate the good in the glorious purſuit of buman bappineſs, nor to deter the wick:d 
from deſtroying it even in its birth. But he knew the People of England 
better—they were a religious People, and with the bleſſing of God, as 
far as was in his power, he would lend his aid to keep them ſo. He had 
no objections to the freeſt and moſt extended diſcuſſions upon doctrinal 
points of the Chriſtian Religion, and though the Lato of England did not 
permit it, he ſhould not dread the reaſoned arguments of Deiſts againſt 
the exiſtence of Chriſtianity itſelf, becauſe, as was ſaid by its Divine 
Author, if it as of God, it would ſtand. An intellectual book, how- 
ever erroneous, addreſſed to the intellectual world, upon ſo profound and 
complicated a ſubjeR, could never work the miſchief which this Indict- 
ment was calculated to repreſs. Such works would only employ the 
minds of men enlightened by ſtudy to a deeper inveſtigation of a ſubject 
well worthy of their deepeſt and continued contemplation. The powers 
of the human mind were given for human improvement and refinement 
in the awful and myſterious career of human exiſtence. The changes 
produced by ſuch reciprocations of lights and intelligencies, were certain 
in their progreſſion, and made their way imperceptibly, as conviction 
came upon the world by the final and irreſiſtible power of truth. If 
Chriſtianity be founded in falſchood, let us become Deiſts in this manner, 
and he was contented, But this Book had no ſuch object, and no ſuch 
capacity. It preſented no arguments to the wiſe and enlightened. On 
the contrary, it treated the faith and opinions of the wiſeſt with the moſt 
ſhocking contempt, and ſtirred up men, without the advantages of learn- 
ing, to a total and abſolute diſbelief of every thing hitherto held ſacred; 
and conſequently to a rejection of all the laws and ordinances of the 
State, which ſtood only upon the «ſumption of their trath. If this were 
to be permitted, how, in God's name, was the juſtice of the Country to 
be adminiſtered ? Why ſhould he ſubmit to the authority of the Court, 
or addreſs twelve of his equals, as he was then addreſſing the Jury, to 
paſs: ſentence upon their neighbour ? Under what ſanctions, he aſked, 
were the witneſſes to give their teſtimony ? and he might even aſk the 
King himſelf, by what authority he could command the execution of the 
ſentence. The whole judicial fabric was built upon the folemn oaths of 
every one of its Members to adminiſter juſtice, as Gon SHOULD HELP 
THEM BEREAFTER., What God? that God undoubtedly, who had com- 
manded Kings to rule, and Judges to judge in juſtice; who had forbidden 
men from falſe teſtimony againſt their neighbours, and who had entorced 
theſe commandments by the revelations of the unutterable bleflings which 
' ſhould attend their obſcrvance, and the awful puniſhments which ſhould 
await their tranſgreſhons. i | | 

Mr. Exsxixf ſaid, that the Book appeared to him to be as cruel and 

milchievous in its effects, as it was illegal in its principles. The poor, 
whom it affected to pity, were ſtabbed to the heart by t; they had 
more need of confolations beyond the grave, than thoſe who lad greater 
cOfurts to render life delightful. 
wocent and virtuous man, ſurrounded with children looking up to him 
{or bread which he had not to give them, ſinking under the laſt day's 
labour, and uncqual to the next, yet ſtill looking up with confidence to 
the hour when all tears ſhould be wiped from the cy es of. atihction, and 
berring the burthen which he believes bis Creator had laid peda tus 
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good in the myſterious diſpenſations of 2 Providence which he adored, 
What a change in ſuch a mind might not be wrought by this mercileſs 
publication ! 
But it ſeems this was an Age of Reaſon, and the time and the perſon 
were arrived that were to diflipate the errors which had overſpread the 
generation of ignorance. The Believers in Chrittianity were many; 
ut it belonged to the few that were wile to correct their credulity. 
Belief was an act of reaſon; aud ſuperior reaſon might thercfore dictate 
to the weak. In running the mind along the long lift of ſincere and 
devout Chriſtians, he could not help lamenting that Newton had not 
Irved to this day, to have had his ſhallownefſs filled up with this new flood 
of light. But the ſubject was too awful for iroay ; he would ſpeak 
lainly and direftly :—Newton was a Chriſtian ; Newton, whoſe mind 

d burſt from the fetters caſt by nature upon our finite conceptions; 
Newton, whoſe ſcience was truth, and the foundation of whoſe know- 
ledge of it was philoſophy—not thoſe viſionary and arrogant preſump- 
tions which too often uſurped its name, but philoſophy tretung upon the 
baſis of mathematics, which, like figures, could not lic: Newton, who 
carried the line and rule to the uttermoſt barriers of creation, and ex- 
plored the principles by which, no doubt, all created matter was held 
together and exiſts, But this extraordinary man, in the mighty reach of 
his mind, overlooked perhaps the errors which a minuter inveſtigation of 
the created things on this earth might have taught him of the eſſence of 
his Creator. What ſhould then be ſaid of the great Mr. Boyle, who 
looked into the organic ſtructure of all matter, even to the brute, in- 
animate ſubſtance which the loot treads on? ſuch a man might be ſup- 
poſed to be equally qualified with Mr. Paine to look up through Nature 
to Nature's God. But the reſult of all his contemplation was the moſt 
confirmed and devout belief in all which the other holds in contempt, as 
deſpicabie and drivelling ſuperſtition. 

But this error might perhaps ariſe from a want of due attention to the 
foundations of human judgment, and the ſtructure of that underſtanding 
which God has given us for the inveſtigation of truth. Let that queſtion 
be anſwered by Mr. Locke, who was, to the higheſt pitch of devotion 
and adorarion, a Chriſtian, Mr. Locke, whoſe office was to detect the 
errors of thinking, by going up to the fountains of thought, and to direct 
into the proper trad of reaſoning the devious mind of man, by ſhewing 
him its whole proceſs, from the firſt perceptions of ſenſe to the laſt con- 
cluſions of ratiocination, putting a rein beſides upon falſe opinion, by 
practical rules for the conduct of human judgment. 

But thele men were only deep thinkers, and lived in their cloſets, 
unaccuſtomed to the traffic of the world, and to thelaws which practically 
regulate mankind. | 


Gentlemen, in the place where we now fit to adminiſter the juſtice 


of this great Country, above a Century ago the never to be forgotten 


Sir Matthew Hale vrefided, whoſe faith in Chriſtianity is an exalted 
commentary upon its truth and reaſon, and whoſe life was a gtoriqus 
example of its ſweets, adminiſtering human juſtice with a wiſdom and 
purity, drawn from the pure fountain of the Chriſtian diſpenſation, 
which has been, and will be in all ages, a ſubject of the higheſt reverence 
and admiration. 

But it is ſaid by the Author, that the Chriſtian Fable is but the tale of 
the more ancient ſuperſtitions of the world, and may be eaſily detected 
by a proper underſtanding of the mythologics of the Hcathens, Did 
Milton underſtand thoſe mythologies ? Was he leſs verſed than Mr. Paine 
in the ſuperſtitions of the world? No, they wer* the ſubject of his im- 
mortal ſong—and though ſhut out from all recurrence to them, he 
poured them forth from the ſtores of a memory rich with all that men 
ever knew, and laid them in their order as the illuſtration of that real 
and exalted Faith, the unqueſtionable ſource of that fervid Genius, which 
caſt a ſort of ſhade upon all the other works of man— 

He paſſed the bounds of flaming ſpace 
Where Angels tremble while they gaze, 
He ſaw, till blaſted with exceſs of light 
Cloſed his eyes in endleſs night. 

But it was the light of the body only that was cxtinguiſhed ; © the 
celeſtial light ſhone inward, and enabled him to vindicate the ways of 
God to Man“. The reſult of his thinking was nevertheleſs not the ſame 
as the author's. The myſterious incarnation of our bleſſed Saviour, 
which this work blaſphemed in words fo wholly unfit for the mouth of a 
Chriſtian, or for the ear of a Court of Juſtice, that he durſt not, and 


would not, give them utterance, Mil rox made the grand concluſion. 


of the Paradiſe Loſt, the reſt from his finiſhed labours, and the ultimate 
hope, expectation, and glory of the world 
« | 'A Virgin is his Mother, 

But his Sire the power of the Moſt High ; 

He ſhall aſcend the Throne hereditary, 

And bound his reign with Earth's wide bounds, 

His glory with the Heavens. | 


Mr. Kp then made an able defence for the Defendant, to which Mr. 
ER$SKINE replied at conſiderable length; and taking for example ſeveral 
of the paſſages in the Bible ſelected by Mr. Ko, explained the reaſon 
of their introduction into Scripture. He ſaid the hiſtory of man was a 
hiſtory of man's vices and paſhons. His vices and paſſions could not be 
rebuked without adverting to their exiſtence ; and many of the inſtances 
ſelected were recorded as memorable warnings and examples to mankind 
for their inſtruction. The Jewiſh hiſtory was, beſides, in many parts, 
connected with that ſtupendous ſcheme of prophecy which formed one 
of the moſt unanſwerable arguments for the truths of Chriſtianity. It 
was nt the purpoſe of God to deſtroy free agency by overpowering the 
human mind with the irreſiſtible light and conviction of revelation, but 
to leave men to collect its truths, as they were gradually illuſtrated in 
the accompliſhment of the divine promiſes of the Goſpel. He declared, 
that bred as he was to the conſideration of evidence, he confidered the 
prophecy concerning the deſtruction of the Jewiſh nation to be, even if 
there were nothing elſe to ſupport Chriſtianity, abſolutely irreſiſtible, — 
The Jews themſclves did not deny the exiſtence of the prophecies, and 
their very hiſtory was not accountable for on any human principle. 
Their ſeparation into tribes, to preſerve the g-nealogy of Chriſt; the 
diſtinction of the tribe of Judah, from which he was to come; the fall 
of that diſtinction, when that end was accompliſhed ; the predicted de- 
parture of the ſceptre from Iſracl; the deſtruction of the Temple which 
Imperial munificence in vain attempted to rebuild to diſgtace the pro- 
phecy ; the ſcattering of this nation over the tace of the whole carth; 
the ſpreading ot the Goſpel throughout the world; the perſecutions of its 
true miniſters, and the torerold ſuperſtitions which had for age defiled 
its Worſhip, were, facts which no man could by argument do away, aud 
which certainly no Chriſtian State ought to tolerate a man in the im- 
pudent mockery of without any argument at all. : 

Mr. Euskixx ſpoke with high reſpect of Biſhop Watſon, and alſo of 
Mr. Xtackintoſtr. and concluded with a vaurtication of the learned aus 
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